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WHY IN NEWS

On May 8, 2026, India test-fired its first Multiple Independently-targetable Re-entry Vehicle (MIRV)-capable

Agni-class intercontinental ballistic missile from APJ Abdul Kalam Island off the Odisha coast. A NOTAM

(Notice to Airmen) had earlier marked a danger corridor extending approximately 3,560 km into the Indian

Ocean, with strong indications of an integrated Hypersonic Glide Vehicle (HGV) payload.

WHAT IS A MIRV ICBM?

A MIRV (Multiple Independently-targetable Re-entry Vehicle) is a missile payload technology in

which a single ballistic missile carries several warheads, each capable of being directed to a separate target.

MIRVs dramatically multiply the strike capacity of a single launch and complicate the defender’s missile-

defence problem.

COMPONENT FUNCTION

Booster stage Lifts the payload bus into ballistic trajectory

Post-Boost Vehicle (PBV) / “bus” Dispenses re-entry vehicles toward separate aim-points

Re-entry Vehicles (RVs) Independent warheads (nuclear or conventional) that re-enter atmosphere

Penetration Aids Decoys, chaff, manoeuvring RVs to defeat BMD

Globally, only five nations – the United States, Russia, the United Kingdom, France, and China – have had

operational MIRV ICBMs. India’s May 8, 2026 test brings it into this elite group as the sixth declared MIRV-

capable power.
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THE TEST: KEY PARAMETERS

PARAMETER DETAIL

Date May 8, 2026

Launch site APJ Abdul Kalam Island (formerly Wheeler Island), Odisha

Notified danger corridor ~3,560 km

Likely payload MIRV + suspected Hypersonic Glide Vehicle (HGV) integration

Developer DRDO – Advanced Systems Laboratory (ASL), Hyderabad

Operating command Strategic Forces Command (SFC)

India’s earlier Mission Divyastra, launched in 2024 (March 11, 2024), was the first announced MIRV test

(Agni-V class). The May 2026 test is read as an extension and validation of that capability at intercontinental

range, with the additional HGV element raising the credible reach into the 5,000-plus km envelope.

WHY MIRV MATTERS FOR INDIA’S DETERRENCE

Recalibrating the China Equation

China’s nuclear arsenal expansion (estimated ~600 warheads by 2030 per US DoD assessments) and

deployment of DF-41 MIRV ICBMs created a vertical-asymmetry challenge for India

A MIRV-capable Indian ICBM restores meaningful counter-value targeting across all of mainland

China

It deepens India’s credible minimum deterrent under the No First Use (NFU) doctrine

Pakistan: Saturating Defence

Pakistan’s Ababeel (announced MIRV, 2017) was a signalling response to India’s BMD development

India’s MIRV capability now offers the option to saturate any future regional missile defence

Survivability and Second Strike

MIRV warheads complicate counter-force first strikes – an adversary needs disproportionate

numbers to neutralise India’s deterrent

Combined with the K-4 SLBM (INS Arihant class) and a future MIRV-SLBM, India’s nuclear triad

gains substantial survivability
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INDIA’S STRATEGIC MISSILE FAMILY – CONTEXT

MISSILE TYPE RANGE STATUS

Prithvi-II SRBM ~350 km Inducted

Agni-I / Agni-P SRBM/MRB

M

700-2,000 km Inducted

Agni-II MRBM ~2,000 km Inducted

Agni-III IRBM ~3,000-3,500 km Inducted

Agni-IV IRBM ~4,000 km Inducted

Agni-V (MIRV demonstrated

2024)

ICBM 5,000+ km Inducted; MIRV proven

Agni-VI (under development) ICBM 8,000+ km

expected

Under development

K-15 / K-4 SLBM SLBM 750 km / 3,500 km Operational on INS

Arihant/Arighaat

BrahMos Cruise 290-800 km Inducted

INDIA’S NUCLEAR DOCTRINE – QUICK RECAP

Adopted: January 4, 2003 (formal release by CCS)

Core principle: Credible Minimum Deterrence

First Use Posture: No First Use (NFU)

Retaliation: Massive and punitive retaliation designed to inflict unacceptable damage

Command Authority: Nuclear Command Authority (NCA) – Political Council (chaired by PM) +

Executive Council (chaired by NSA)

Operational arm: Strategic Forces Command (SFC), established January 2003 (tri-service, headed

by a 3-star officer)

Civilian control: Nuclear button held by PM via Political Council
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INTERNATIONAL AND ARMS CONTROL DIMENSIONS

UPSC RELEVANCE

India is not a signatory to the NPT or CTBT but observes a unilateral moratorium on nuclear

explosive testing since 1998 (Pokhran-II)

India is a member of the Missile Technology Control Regime (MTCR) since 2016 and the

Wassenaar Arrangement since 2017

The May 2026 test is consistent with India’s “minimum” deterrent posture: capability demonstration,

not yield testing

GS Paper 3 – Defence and Internal Security

Strategic missile programmes; MIRV technology; HGV concept

India’s nuclear triad and Strategic Forces Command

DRDO research labs (ASL Hyderabad)

GS Paper 2 – International Relations

India’s nuclear diplomacy; NPT/CTBT debates

Strategic balance with China and Pakistan

Export-control regimes: MTCR, Wassenaar Arrangement, Australia Group, NSG

Mains Angles

Discuss how MIRV technology alters the strategic stability of South Asia.1

Critically examine India’s continued adherence to No First Use in an era of MIRV and hypersonic

missiles.

2

Evaluate India’s nuclear command and control architecture and its civilian oversight model.3
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FACTS CORNER – KNOWLEDGEPEDIA

MIRV AGNI ICBM TEST (MAY 8, 2026):

MIRV NATIONS (OPERATIONAL):

INDIA’S NUCLEAR DOCTRINE:

POKHRAN TESTS:

EXPORT CONTROL REGIMES (INDIA MEMBER):

← NEWER ARTICLE

Current Affairs Today -- May 10, 2026
OLDER ARTICLE →

New CDS and Navy Chief: Theatre Command
Push Gathers Pace

Site: APJ Abdul Kalam Island (formerly Wheeler Island), Odisha

Danger corridor: ~3,560 km

Payload: MIRV + suspected HGV integration

Operating command: Strategic Forces Command (SFC)

United States, Russia, United Kingdom, France, China + INDIA (since 2024 demo / 2026 ICBM test)

Adopted January 4, 2003; Credible Minimum Deterrence; No First Use

Nuclear Command Authority = Political Council (PM-chaired) + Executive Council (NSA-chaired)

Strategic Forces Command (SFC) = operational arm; established 2003

Mission Divyastra: launched in 2024 on March 11 (first MIRV demo, Agni-V)

Pokhran-I: May 18, 1974 (“Smiling Buddha”)

Pokhran-II: May 11-13, 1998 (“Operation Shakti”) – 5 tests; National Technology Day = May 11

MTCR (2016), Wassenaar Arrangement (2017), Australia Group (2018); NSG membership pending
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RELATED KEY TERMS

KEY TERM

Active Case Finding (TB)
A proactive public health strategy where health workers systematically...

KEY TERM

Advanced Technology Vessel (ATV) Programme
India's classified, decades-long programme to indigenously design and...

KEY TERM

AFSPA (Armed Forces Special Powers Act)
A central legislation granting special powers to armed forces...

KEY TERM

Agri-Photovoltaic
A dual land-use technology that integrates elevated solar panels with...
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